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Hamed and Berber were reduced to very small
numbers. This enabled Hunter to take pos-
session of these two important points in August
1897.
By January Kitchener had established his
position round Berber, and the Khalifa made
another serious mistake. He ordered Mahmud
either to return to Omdurman or to advance
against the invaders. Mahmud chose the latter
course and crossed the Nile from Metemma to
the east bank in March, then cut across the
desert to the Atbara, hoping that he would be
able to swing right round the head of the
British force and attack the rear behind Berber.
The Sirdar watched the movement with joy,
and did not allow his steamers to interfere with
the crossing of the river, though they might have
done so. Then, leaving a garrison at railhead
and in Berber, he took his army about 15 miles
up the Atbara. This forced Mahmud to make
a wider sweep than he intended, and eventually
he reached the Atbara at a point 35 miles above
its junction with the Nile. During the dry
season the river consisted of a string of pools
without any current.
Mahmud now found himself in a bad way.
To reach the Nile in rear of his enemy would
entail a march of at least 50 or 60 miles across
waterless desert; with his huge mass of fol-
lowers this could not be thought of. A retreat
would be almost as difficult, and at the other
end of it the Khalifa would have to be faced.
He decided to sit still.
A British brigade under General Gatacre had
begun to move up from Cairo in January, halt-
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